An autopsy case review of 142 nonpenetrating (blunt) injuries of the aorta.
This study retrospectively reviewed 142 fatal cases of aortic laceration. Data were collected from the autopsy reports (including toxicology results) and included the circumstances of the injury. In the case of automobile crashes this included the direction of impact, time of day, and vehicular damage. Seventy percent of the victims were men with a mean age of 37.5 years; 30% were women with a mean age of 46 years. Thirty-five percent of the 142 victims had elevated blood alcohol levels. Fifty-four percent of the lacerations were located at the classic site (the isthmus). The majority of the aortic lacerations (102) were sustained in automobile crashes. Of these, 42% were broadside collisions and 58% were head-on collisions. Seventy-three percent and 67% of the victims in broadside and head-on collisions, respectively, had aortic lacerations at the classic site. The results suggest that the pathogenesis of aortic rupture involves a lateral oblique compression impact to the chest, which causes thoracic mediastinal structures to shift and deflect the aortic arch, resulting in severe shearing and stretching at the isthmus. The use of seat belts and air bags may reduce the number of aortic injuries.